Pegylated interferons: what role will they play in the treatment of chronic hepatitis C?
The primary therapy for patients with chronic hepatitis C virus (HCV) infection is interferon alfa. However, use of interferon for treatment of chronic HCV has several shortcomings that limit its effectiveness. Interferon has a very short half-life, must be administered multiple times weekly, and is associated with significant side effects. "PEGylation" is a process whereby the inert polymer, polyethylene glycol (PEG), is attached to a protein pharmaceutical. This process has been shown to alter the properties of PEGylated proteins in a manner that significantly extends half-life, reduces immunogenicity, and enhances biologic activity when compared with the native protein. In recent years, several PEGylated forms of interferon alfa have been developed. Recent studies have demonstrated that PEG-interferons have a significantly prolonged half-life and sustained virologic response when compared with standard interferon. Studies to evaluate the effects of combining PEG-interferons with ribavirin are currently underway. The role PEG-interferons will play in patients who have either relapsed or failed to respond to previous interferon or interferon/ribavirin therapy remains to be defined.